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From Tribal To Ethnic Identity: 
The Transformation of North-Eastern India 
Sudha Ratan 
Georg ia Southern U n ivers ity 
This paper examines the pol it ical mobi l ization of tribal ident i ­
t ies i n  north-eastern I nd ia .  Using examples f rom Assam,  
Naga land ,  Megha laya ,  M a n i p u r, M iz o ra m ,  Tr i p u ra ,  and  
Arunachal P radesh, the paper suggests that more attention 
needs to be paid to domestic pol itics within the I ndian state 
which have contr ibuted to the mobi l ization of tr ibal peoples 
i nto highly pol it icized ethnic groups. The paper wi l l  exp lore the 
impact of government pol icies in  these h i l lstates and the role 
of polit ical e l ites in  such mobi l ization .  
The dynamic re lat ionsh ip between ethn icity and the state is 
chang ing the pol it ical map of I nd ia as new groups are g iven pol i t ical and 
economic recogn it ion by the Government of I nd ia.  A number of these 
g roups are located in  the northeastern part of the country. In th is  paper, 
I examine recent developments in  north  eastern I nd ia ,  specif ical ly, the 
h i l l  states of Assam, Nagaland,  Meghalaya, Manipur, Mizoram,  Tripura ,  
and Aruncachal P radesh (the "seven sisters " ) ,  which suggest that more 
attent ion needs to be paid to the nexus between the act ivit ies of institu­
t ions of the state and the mobi l izat ion of t ribal people into h ig hly pol i t i ­
c ized ethnic g roups. 
In recent years v io lence has taken a heavy to l l  on human l i fe as 
wel l  as property in  the h i l l  states in  north  east I nd ia .  The confl ict between 
domi nant t ri bal g roups in  these states and the resu ltant use of force by 
government troops has put the off icial death to l l  in Nagaland and Manipur 
alone at over fou r  hundred l ives in  the past two years. Despite the s ign­
ing  of  peace accords and agreements between the Government of  I ndia 
and the various t ribal g roups, there is cont inued protest and unrest in 
the north east as more and more g roups stake out the i r  c la ims to pol i t i ­
cal recogn it ion and g reater economic opportun it ies.  This paper beg ins 
with a brief overview of the use of ethn ic ity i n  pol it ical mobi l izat ion wi th in 
the I ndian Union.  The next sect ion examines why and how t ribal peoples 
in  these states began to mobi l ize pol i t ical ly around new const ruct ions of 
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tribal/ethnic identities. The paper concludes with a brief look at future 
d i rections for government pol icy in the h i l l  states of north-eastern I ndia. 
Ethnic ity is defined here as the shared h istorical experiences , 
myths, and symbols l ike lang uage, re l ig ion ,  and caste, which are used 
by the members of a g roup to set themselves apart from others. 1 Thus, 
members of an ethn ic g roup often view themselves as part of a "nation . "  
I n  contrast, tribes ( l ike clans) tend to be more united and d ifferentiated 
as they are almost feudal in character with every fami ly having a status 
and a role with in a specific community. Confederations of t ribes can and 
sometimes do begin to function as ethnic g roups by adopt ing unifying 
symbols, myths, and h istories, and this paper examines the process of 
transformation among I ndian tribal g roupS.2 Tribal/ethnic g roup relations 
with the state are vital for understand ing the process of transformation.  
The state is treated here as a relatively autonomous actor whose pol i­
cies can be shaped by the dominance of certain g roups with in it as wel l  
as  by its selective support to  specific ethn ic elites.3 These pol icies in 
turn can have an i mpact on ethnic group consciousness as well as inter­
ethn ic and intra-ethnic re lations.4 
Ethnicity and the Indian Union 
Rel ig ious, l ingu istic, and, caste g roups have been a d riving force 
in both the creation and the evolution of the I ndian Un ion .  The secular 
character of the Ind ian struggle for independence was largely the result 
of a pragmatic recognit ion of these forces by the leadersh ip of the na­
tional ist movement. I ndian secularism,  un l ike its western counterpart ,  
was conce rned with equal government protect ion for a l l  rel ig ions rather 
than a pure separation of church and state. It was this vision of secular­
ism that gu ided the leaders of the independence movement. 
The I nd ian National Congress, which was the driv ing force be­
h ind the movement for independence, conceded the importance of eth­
nic, and more specifical ly, language, caste, and regional identifications, 
long before independence. Gandh i ,  i n  his attempt to mobi l ize the I ndian 
masses, encouraged the rise of ethn ic el ites who could help "bui ld 
bridges" to I ndia's vi l lages for the Congress movement. As early as the 
1 920s, the Congress accepted the principle of l ingu istic states after in­
dependence in order to win the support of reg ional leaders for the struggle 
against Brit ish rule. By the t ime of independence in  August 1 947, re l i ­
g ious and l ingu istic nationalisms had establ ished the i r  stake in  the state­
making p rocess underway in the Ind ian sub-continent. Hindu and M us­
lim national ism and language chauvin ists from around the country sought 
to assert the i r  rights. The strength of these forces became very vis ible 
with the Mus l im League's successful campaign for an Is lamic state of 
Pakistan.  
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The creat ion of Pakistan only served to strengthen the Con­
gress commitment to secu la rism ,  and the Constitution d rafted u nder its 
leadership provided extensive govern ment support for ethn ic m inorit ies.5 
Thus ,  re l ig ious ,  l i ngu ist ic g roups,  backward , and tribal groups as we l l  as 
economical ly depressed g roups were all g iven certain fundamental r ights 
to propagate their  bel iefs and p rotect thei r cu lture, language, and , u nt i l  
the passage of  the 1 6th amendment i n  1 963,  the right to preach seces­
s ion .6 Ethnic identit ies therefore came to be openly acknowledged and 
were made the basis of  polit ical organ ization and bargain ing .  Ethnic group 
activity in  the years immediately after independence a lso p layed a role 
in  t ransforming the structu re of government by wrest ing te rritorial con­
cessions. The federal system bequeathed by the British  to I nd ia had 
been retained in  the Constitut ion and consisted of a central government 
and numerous states arbitrar i ly created (as in  other Brit ish colon ies) for 
admin istrative convenience. Nehru had promised that after independence 
l ing u istic states wou ld be created to replace these Brit ish admin istrative 
un its. However, the violence that fo l lowed the partition of the country had 
generated concerns about the need to provide the central government with 
effective powers to keep the country together, and on the recommenda­
tions of the Dar commission ,  it was decided that four  administrative un its 
would be created in lieu of a number of l inguistic states. 7 
Language became a ral ly ing symbol around which ethn ic groups 
mobi l ized to chal lenge the centra l  government.  The f i rst batt le cry was 
sounded by the Telegu-speaking people of the south who demanded the 
creation of a separate state of Andhra. The popular support for th is move­
ment generated s imi lar  demands from other parts of I ndia and led to the 
sett ing up of the State Reorgan ization Commission ,  which in 1 955 rec­
ommended the redrawing of state borders a long l i ngu istic l i nes. The re­
organization led to the creat ion of fou rteen states and five centra l ly ad­
min istered territories. The use of language to back territorial c la ims con­
t inued in  the subsequent period . I n  the state of Bombay, the confl ict be­
tween G ujarati and M arath i-speaking peoples u lt imately led to the part i ­
t ion of that state in 1 960.  When the Sikhs were refused a state on rel i ­
g ious grounds,  they began a movement to secure a separate Punjabi­
speaking state. In 1 966,  Punjab was d ivided into a Punjabi-speaking 
state and a H i ndu-speaking state of Haryana. Popu lar  support for th is  
movement was fueled by the economic concerns of  various g roups. The 
demand for the creation of states on  a l ing u istic basis reflected the con­
cerns of middle and lower class g roups who had trad it ional ly used gov­
ernment employment to improve their economic and social status. The i r  
interests were closely tied to  the creat ion of state governments and bu­
reaucracies operated i n  the local lang uage. The forces at work in other 
parts of I nd ia also manifested themselves in the north-eastern parts of 
the country.8 
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Tribal  to Ethnic Identity in North-Eastern India 
The reg ion that today comprises Assam, Nagaland , Meghalaya, 
Manipur, M izoram, Tr ipura ,  and Arunachal Pradesh was annexed f rom 
Burma by the British in 1 826. In 1 905, it was amalgamated with East 
Bengal (now Bang ladesh) to form the Province of East Bengal and Assam. 
The only exceptions were Manipur and Tripura, which were independent 
states and were recog nized as such by the British .  The population was 
almost ent irely tribal and was dominated by tribes l ike the Nagas, M ishmis,  
Adis ,  M i ris, Apa Tan is ,  and N ishis .  The entire reg ion was administered 
by a skeletal staff compromised of commissioner/d istrict commissioner 
ass isted by a few clerks and a smal l  force of soldiers.  
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The rise of pol itical awareness among the t ribals in  the h i l l  states 
and the i r  mobi l ization around eth n ic symbols l ike language, h istory, and 
t radit ion needs to be examined in connection with three major factors ; 
the change i n  off icial government po l icy towards the h i l lstates afte r inde­
pendence, the sp i l l -over effects of l i ngu istics/cu l tura l  national ism, and 
the inf luence of pol it ical e l ites. 
Govern ment Pol icy 
In comparison with other parts of I nd ia ,  the tr ibals of these ar­
eas were wel l  served by the Brit ish pol icy of non- interference and p ro­
tect ion which a l lowed them to retain the i r  lands and continue with their  
tradit ional l ifestyles. P la insmen were not a l lowed to acqu i re land in the 
h i l ls ,  and the ind igenous system of land tenu re was also mai ntai ned . In 
the p rolonged negotiations that preceded independence in  1 946, there 
were d iscussions about the futu re of Assam, but the focus remained 
a lmost exclus ively on the H indu-M us l im question .  At the t ime, a few of 
the larger tribal g roups l ike the Nagas made their  d issatisfaction felt whi le 
others stressed the need for constitut ional safeguards to protect educa­
t ional and employment opportun it ies.  The vast majority of tr ibes stayed 
out of the negotiations of which they were on ly d im ly aware . 
I ndependence changed a l l  that .  Despite Pr ime M in ister Nehru's 
advice that " People should develop a long the l i nes of the i r  own gen ius 
and the imposit ion of al ien values shou ld be avoided , "  the real ity was 
that the I ndian government adopted a much more aggressive and intru­
s ive admin istration of these h i l l  a reas . To v i l lagers who were used to 
manag ing their  own affa i rs ,  the interference of lowly off ic ia ls from the 
p la ins and from other parts of I nd ia who were often ignorant and uncar­
ing  of local customs was at the least offensive. As one I ndian admin istra­
tor who served in this part of the country for more than th i rty yea rs wrote, 
Whi le  inter-v i l lage rival r ies and casual sk i rmishes have 
been endemic in the tr ibal areas s i nce t ime immemo­
ria l ,  it has been on ly s ince I ndependence and the impo­
sit ion of a much heavier admin istrative control that vio­
lence and armed insurgency have come to be accepted 
as the normal pattern of l ife . 1 0 
The problem of ad min ist ration was compl icated by the rush of 
Assamese p la ins-people who had h i therto been forbidden from acqu i r­
i ng  or  owning  land in  the h i l l  areas. These pla ins-people were them­
selves tr ibals who had been conve rted to the H indu re l ig ion and had 
developed a d istinct language cal led Assamese with its own script, g ram­
mar, and l ite ratu re. During the colon ia l  period there had been occasional 
inc idents in which the Assamese had compla ined against the colonial 
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policy of protect ion of the h i l l  states s ince it was not appl ied to Christian 
missionaries. There was also some resentment that colonial administra­
tors had actively encouraged the d issemination of Engl ish and the adop­
tion of the Roman script among tr ibal g roups whose l ingua franca was a 
form of simple Assamese. 1 1  
P revented dur ing colonial rule from i nteracting with the people 
of the h i l lstates, the Assamese seized the opportunities presented by 
independence to beg in the process of assimi lation. The government's 
encouragement of the p la ins-people in  attempt to generate economic 
prosperity for the h i l l  people through cooperative ventures l ike paper 
and plywood industries only helped to deepen the animosity between 
the bigger tribes and the Assamese, who resented the privi leged treat­
ment g iven the tribes under Brit ish rule. 
Government pol icy not on ly encouraged business inte rests from 
outside the region but also d rew in  a large number of non-tribals who 
possessed the necessary techn ical and other ski l ls thought necessary 
for development. They in turn brought their kinsmen, and the lu re pro­
vided by government development money brought in  large numbers of 
contractors. The result was that the tribals found themselves becoming 
second class citizens in  the i r  own te rritories. In add it ion to th is ,  as 
Christoph von Furer-Haimendorf has documented , government pol icies 
of land tenure and revenue col lection also faci l itated the transfer of tribal 
lands to outsiders. 1 2 
The Nagas were among the fi rst to organize against this " inva­
sion" from the plains. The constitutional recognition of tribal identity and 
the r ight to organ ize and preach secession was used by the Nagas in  
the years after independence when they formed the Naga National Coun­
ci l to spearhead the demand for a separate state to be carved out of 
Assam . After almost fifteen years of violent agitation , a moderate sec­
tion of the Naga leadership settled for statehood with in  the I nd ian Union 
in 1 963, although separatist g roups continue to operate on the border 
with Burma. The Naga ag itation agai nst Assamese and I nd ian domina­
tion laid the bas is for demands from other groups who were confronted 
with a much more intransigent Assamese state. 
Spi l l-Over of Linguistic/Cultural National ism 
I n  the 1 960s other tr ibal groups began to mobi l ize around the 
issue of language and cultural preservation . They were responding to 
Assamese in itiatives which were themselves a reaction to the i nf lux of 
people from the East and West Bengal in  the aftermath of partition.  The 
presence of a large number of Bengal i-speakers ("foreigners" )  in certai n 
sectors of the economy led to fears of perceived Bengal i  domination of 
Assamese l ife and led to the passage in 1 962 of the Assam Official 
Language Act of 1 960 (making Assamese the official language in  the 
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state} .  
The passage of  th is Act t riggered unrest among the forty-fou r  
percent non-Assamese speaking g roups i n  the state. H i l l  t ribes l i ke the 
Khasis, the Garos, and the M izos ,  among others ,  launched separatist 
movements. Wh i le all of these g roups had in the past used Assamese in 
various forms, they now began to d istance themse lves f ro m  Assam and 
claim separate l i ng u ist ic/cu ltural status.  In 1 969, the Khasi ,  Jaintia, and 
Garo Hi l ls were taken away fro m  Assam to form an autonomous un it 
cal led Meghalaya. I n  the years that fo l lowed,  M izo protests intensified,  
lead ing u lt imately to the reorgan ization of the north-east a long tr ibal/ 
l ingu istic l ines i n  1 97 1 -72. The reorganization led to fu l l -f ledged state­
hood for Meghalaya, Manipur, and Tripura,  and union territory status for 
the M izo hi l ls (called M izoram) and the North East Frontier Agency (called 
Arunachal P radesh) . In the late seventies and early e ight ies,  both these 
areas were g iven fu l l  statehood with in the U n ion.  
Concerns about lang uage and cu ltural prese rvation are often 
masks for economic issues, and the latte r  have been at the foref ront of 
ethn ic  g roup mobi l ization in north-eastern I nd ia .  The demand that the 
indigenes or "sons of the soi l "  be g iven the i r  fai r  share of the benefits of 
government development led many g roups to fol low in the footsteps of 
the Assamese act ivists who had successful ly l i nked the i r  economic con­
cerns about "fore igners" with q uestions of l ingu istic and cu ltu ral d iffer­
ences. The Assamese agitation agai nst Bengal i  domi nation was spear­
headed by the A l l  Assam Student's U n ion (AASU) ,  and the Asom Gana 
Parishad (AG P) ,  a spin-off f rom the AASU. Their  demands i nc luded a 
cal l  for central government intervention to protect the interests of the 
"sons of the soi l "  whi le keeping foreigners out of the state. The AASU 
and the AG P were able to mobi l ize Assamese society us ing non-violent 
demonst rat ions,  ra l l ies as wel l  as bombings,  burn ing of veh ic les,  and 
other tactics a imed at int imidating the government. They portrayed them­
selves as victims  of Central  government ind ifference and "foreign" domi­
nation .  S imi lar  strategies have found favor with groups in Meghalaya 
(AI I-Meghalaya Students Un ion) ,  i n  Assam (Al l  Bodo Student Un ion} ,and 
in Tripura (Tribal National Volunteers ) ,  among others. At the same t ime, 
there are groups in  Nagaland and M izoram wh ich cont inue to seek sepa­
rat ion f rom I nd ia .  In Nagaland , the forces of Naga separatist leader M r. 
A .  Z. Ph izo continue to destabi l ize the border  with Burma,  whi le another 
and more vio lent g roup (the National ist Counci l  of Nagaland) , led by 
Thuingaleng Mu ivah , is based in B u rma. I n  M izoram,  despite govern­
ment efforts to enter into talks in the 1 980s with M izo National Front 
(MNF) leader, M r. Laldenga, problems cont inue. 
The demands by these groups gathered force in  the late 1 970s 
and early 1 980s, and fol lowing the assassination of M rs .  Gandh i ,  new 
in it iat ives were put forward by Pr ime M in ister Raj iv Gandhi  towards re­
solving the situation .  Accords were s igned in Assam and Tripura,  and an 
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ag reement was reached with M r. Laldenga. I n  e lections held in the after­
math of the accords, reg ional parties were brought to power in many of 
the north-eastern states. However, the s ituation did not improve. For ex­
ample, in the elections held in Assam in 1 985 , the Asom Gana Parishad 
(AG P) won the state assembly elections and immediately put into effect 
pol ic ies that have accelerated the pace of fragmentation in the reg ion . 
Among other decisions, the AG P authorized Assamese to be compul­
sory in  non-Assamese language schools and also began a campaign to 
evict "foreigners" and "encroachers"  (most of whom turned out to be 
indigenous people)from forest areas. The AG P, government which was 
domi nated by upper caste H indu-Assamese, faced intense opposition 
from other sectors of Assamese society who felt their interests were 
being neg lected . Some commentators have suggested that the ru l ing 
Congress party in New De lh i  encouraged the g rowth of  opposition to the 
AG P among tribal groups l ike the Bodos, Rabhas, and Misings. In any 
event, the AG P government proved short- l ived , and the current Con­
gress government faces destabi l ization from the United Liberation Front 
of Assam (UNLFA) ,  which claims to represent the "80% of the people of 
Assam constituti ng the economical ly explo ited sections." 1 3 
A more serious concern is that many of the insu rgent g roups 
appear to be coope rat ing with one another in recent years. For example, 
the NSCN-Muivah faction , the Bodo Secu rity Force, the ULFA, and the 
People's Liberation Army of M in ipur  are said to have formed a new orga­
nization ai med at coord inat ing pol icy and strategy. 1 4  There is also con­
cern that the activism has spread to other tribal groups in neighboring 
states. The demand for a state of Uttarkhand has been put forward by 
youth-dominated groups l ike the Uttarkhand Kranti Dal (UKD) and the 
more extremist Uttarkhand Mukti Sena (UMS) on the g rounds that these 
h i l l  d istricts in northern Uttar Pradwsh constitute a separate geographi­
cal  and cultural reg ion which should be g iven independent status with in 
the Union.  However, their negotiations with the government ind icate that 
their major concern is with rectifying what they perceive to be the eco­
nomic injustices inf l icted upon the peoples of the h i l l  by the government 
located in the plains.  Unemployment, water-shortages, and lack of ac­
cess to government contracts thus emerge as the pri mary consider­
at ions. 1 5  
Simi lar factors have contributed to the emergence of the de­
mand for Jharkhand comprising the tr ibal pockets of Bihar, West Ben­
gal ,  Orissa, and Madhya Pradesh .  I n  the case of the latter, the Union 
government has under pressure conceded in  principle to the creation of 
Jharkhand if the fou r  affected states agree. The Gorkha National Libera­
t ion Front's (GNLF) demand for Gorkhaland s imi larly reflects the con­
cerns of its leader, Subhas Gh is ing ,  for the pl ight of six mi l l ion Nepalis in 
West Bengal whose underdeveloped status is cred ited to thei r lack of 
access to h igher education and administrative jobs, as wel l  as the off i -
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cial rejection of the Nepal i  language. 1 6  I n  al l  these cases the need for 
economic development is caus ing g roups to seek out and re inforce cU l ­
tu ral and language commonal it ies that then become the basis  for pol i t i ­
cal organ ization .  Like the earl ier movements centered on language, these 
g roups also seek a separate te rritorial status in the hope that this wi l l  
g ive them a measu re of  cont ro l  over the i r  pol it ical and economic futures. 
The I nf luence of Po l itical E l ites 
Pau l  B rass, writ ing about I nd ia ,  held that ethnic ity and national­
ism were the creat ion of e l ites who "draw upon, d istort, and sometimes 
fabricate materials f ro m  the cu lture of the g roups they wish to represent 
in o rder to protect their  wel l -be ing  or existence or  to gain pol it ical and 
economic advantage for the i r  g roups as wel l  as themselves. " 1 7  This be­
comes very apparent in examin ing the rise of ethn ic identif ication in  the 
I nd ian north-east. While government pol ic ies and the rise of Assamese 
cu ltural nat ional ism acted as catalysts in  mobi l iz ing the various tr ibal 
g roups,  such mobi l ization would have been i mpossible in  the absence 
of leaders who seized the opportun it ies p rovided by these factors . 
These ind iv iduals are part of a g rowi ng body of educated tribals 
who are now lead ing var ious insurgencies in  the h i l l  states o r  are part of 
mainst ream pol it ical activ ity with in  these states.  Whi le the more rad ical 
elements l i ke Ph izo (Nagas) ,  Laldenga, and M u ivah (M izos) have dis­
tanced themselves from I nd ia and are seeki ng separation ,  others l ike 
Bejoy H rankhwal (Kuki from Tripura) have accom modated themselves 
to the idea of i ndependent statehood with in  the I ndian Un ion.  These 
ind ividuals,  un l i ke many of their tr ibal compatriots, have received an 
ed ucation and have come to u nderstand the h istory of the tr ibal people 
with in  the Un ion as one of exploitation and in justices. As the number of 
educated unemployed youth g rows, the insurgents wi l l  have no trouble 
f ind ing potential leaders and recru its among the i r  number. 
The power of the t ribal el ites l ies i n  their  abi l ity to b ring  people 
together in defen se of common symbols and to even create symbols 
where none may have existed .  Thus, educated Khasi e l ites (with the 
help of m issionaries) were responsible for the development of the Khasi 
language,  script (Roman) ,  and l iteratu re to the point where few Khasis 
(un l ike other hi l l  tr ibes) had any knowledge of Assamese. This made it  
easier for independence f ro m  Assam and , i n  recent years, to get Khasi 
recogn ized as one of the languages in  which examinations can be taken 
at the Un iversity at G uahati . 
S imi larly, the move ment for " Udayacha l , "  o r  Bodoland as it i s  
cal led , also focused on  separating  the Bodo language from Assamese. 
The Bodo Sahitya Sabha was founded in 1 952 to make Bodo a lan­
guage of inst ruction ,  a goal that was not achieved unt i l  1 963. The re was 
l ittle interest at the t ime in denying  the importance of learn ing Assamese , 
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which was seen as an important route to economic and social mobi l ity. 
Then in 1 973-74, there was violent struggle over the choice of script for 
the Bodo language which had unti l  then use Assamese. Bodo leaders 
launched a struggle in favor of the Roman script and , after the loss of 
twenty-one Bodo l ives, the government agreed to a compromise candi­
date, the Devanagari script ( in which Sanskrit is written) . 1 8  The result ing 
al ienation has led to the fact that most Bodo youth today have l itt le knowl­
edge of Assames, and Bodo el ites use this as one more argument in  
favor of separation from Assam. The movement has made some head­
way in recent years, and a Bodoland Autonomous Counci l has been 
created. The success of the Bodos has in turn sparked demands by 
non-Bodo plains tribes in  Assam l ike the Rabhas and the Misings, who 
are next in l ine for autonomous counci ls. Polit ical el ites have thus aided 
the process of identity formation in these h i l l  states.  
Conclusion 
The increasing number of g roups seeking some kind of sepa­
rate identity is a clear signal that all is not wel l  in the Ind ian Un ion.  There 
is no ind ication that the process wi l l  cease. I n  fact, the Indian experience 
ind icates that successful mobi l ization by one g roup can encourage other 
groups to do the same. There are those who would argue that the con­
sequences on the state of continual mobil ization of ethnic groups wou ld 
appear to be fragmentation and ultimately disintegration. However, it must 
be made clear that whi le some members of the Nagas and Mizos have 
sought separation from the Indian Un ion ,  the rest of the groups have 
sought separation from Assam. As long as the central and state govern­
ments are able to identify and faci l itate genuine demands for cultural/ 
l ingu istic expression and economic development through greater au­
tonomy/statehood , there is l ittle cause for concern. The I ndian Constitu­
tion has a clearly established pattern which every ethnic group in the 
country has had to fol low to get constitutional requ i rement. The f i rst step 
is the creation of a separate district, then an autonomous region or dis­
trict counci l ,  later an autonomous state or union territory, and f inal ly a 
fu l l  f ledged statehood . 
There are two major sources of problems in  the north-eastern 
states. The f i rst l ies in the area of economic development. The constant 
complaints about the destruction or al ienation of tribal lands in the name 
of industrial ization provide ammunition in the hands of those who would 
seek separation . It is important that state governments take actions to 
restrain or  prevent these activities. Second ly, the increasing use of the 
Army to put down violence in states l ike Manipur and Tripura brings back 
memories of the campaigns waged against the Nagas and the Mizos, 
and we know that Army-infl icted violence in these states leaves a long 
and b itter tra i l .  I t  is absolutely imperative that the ru l ing Congress party 
58 
Ratan - From Tribal to Ethnic Identity 
lend its support to regional  i n itiat ives i nstead of undermin ing  (as it often 
has) non-Congress leaders and pol it icians who may hold the key to peace 
in these states. The abi l ity of the I nd ian Un ion to weather the transfor­
mation underway is u lt imately going to be determi ned by the pol ic ies 
adopted by the G overnment of the Un ion .  
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